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Editorial Comment...

This week we published the third in a series of letters from Mel-
anie Finn, of Kirby, who is asking us to alter our generations-old 
“Letters to the Editor” policy. She finds Steve Fortin’s “offensive, 
unintelligible ranting” to be particularly noxious.

In letter one, Finn asked us to limit the the number of letters per 
writer (10 per year), plus the word count (250 words).

“By printing these letters, ad infinitum, this paper is exacerbating 
the divides that we all know exist,” she wrote. “We are not learning 
anything about our community - not even anything new from these 
few loquacious individuals.”

In letter two, she asks us to behave like “other newspapers” who 
limit and edit letters, and asks us to “come up with guidelines for 
content as some letters are unnecessarily offensive.”

In letter three, she tells us our guidelines are ambiguous. On the 
same day we published her third missive, we published another letter 
supporting her censorship effort.

In an as-yet-unpenned letter four, we predict she may be dissatis-
fied with today’s editorial comment.

Some of what she says is perfectly true. We’re aware of no other 
newspaper in the country that publishes all non-libelous letters to the 
editor, in their entirety. The reason we don’t limit length is simply 
because not everyone enjoys the same powers of concise articula-
tion. The reason we don’t limit access is simply because we see it as 
part of our mission to provide an open forum for the free exchange 
of ideas.

To us that doesn’t mean the free exchange of ideas that someone 
might consider offensive (the Supreme Court provides us our litmus).

Here’s the thing. We don’t like Steve Fortin’s letters either. And 
we’re the ones actually paying to publish them.

But by letting him speak, we have a quick, efficient method to de-
termine if he’s worth listening to. For us, the conclusion is obvious.

But we aren’t willing to impose our values on dozens of thousands 
of daily readers. They have as much a Constitutional right to read, 
listen, watch and hear (or not) as writers have to write and/or speak. 
We have faith that people are smart enough to make up their own 
minds… provided we don’t restrict their access.

Ms. Finn accurately points out we do, in fact, have the power to 
shut Fortin down. “He is free to start his own newspaper, no one will 
stop him,” she writes.

Of course the same holds true for Ms. Finn (though each edition 
costs an average of $11,000 and it’s a tough business). Or both of 
them could spend less, get a Facebook page, and set their “news” 
feeds exclusively to channels that affirm their belief systems.

For our part, we think Evelyn Beecher Hall summed it up nicely in 
her Voltaire biography… “I don’t agree with what you say but I will 
defend to the death your right to say it.”

Besides, Melanie Finn isn’t going to like it if we do get into the 
suppression game. Since nothing is more offensive to us than would-
be censors, the first letter we’d reject under Ms. Finn’s proposed pol-
icy would be hers.

Right To Write

Brian Ricca

The Administrative Team of 
St. Johnsbury Schools established 
this as the focus for the 2018-2019 
school year:

Teaching and Learning for All 
Students

It is powerful in its simplicity – 
in a world where there are so many 
mandates, unfunded initiatives, 
and demands on educational em-
ployees – this one sentence speaks 
volumes to the commitment that 
the faculty, staff, administration, 
and board are making to the stu-
dents of this school district.

The key words for me in this 
sentence are “all students.” Each 
and every student that arrives at St. 
Johnsbury School receives a focus 
on teaching and learning. Not test 
scores and attendance. Not home-
work completion and eye contact. 
Not behavior charts and grades. 

Teaching and learning. 
Teaching and learning 
for all students. Every 
single one.

This focus on all 
students reminded me 
of something beauti-
ful I read in a book by 
Marian Wright Edel-
man, Guide My Feet. The follow-
ing is adapted from Ina J. Hughes:

We embrace the children who 
sneak popsicles before supper, who 
erase holes in math worksheets, 
who can never find their shoes.

And we embrace those who 
can’t bound down the street in a 
new pair of sneakers, who never 
“counted potatoes,” who were born 
in places we wouldn’t be caught 
dead, who never go to the circus.

We embrace the children who 
bring us stick kisses and fistfuls of 

dandelions, who hug 
us in a hurry and forget 
their lunch money.

And we embrace 
those who never get 
dessert, who have no 
safe blankets to drag 
behind them, who 
can’t find any bread to 

steal, who don’t have any rooms 
to clean up, who’s pictures aren’t 
on anybody’s dresser, and whose 
monsters are real.

We embrace the children who 
spend all their allowance before 
Tuesday, who throw tantrums at 
the grocery store, who like ghost 
stories, who get visits from the 
tooth fairy, who don’t like to be 
kissed in front of anyone, whose 
tears we sometimes laugh at and 
whose smiles can make us cry.

And we embrace those whose 

nightmares come in the daytime, 
who will eat anything, who have 
never seen a dentist, who aren’t 
spoiled by anybody, who go to 
bed hungry and cry themselves to 
sleep, who live and move, but have 
no being.

We embrace the children who 
want to be carried and those who 
must, those we never give up on 
and those who don’t get a second 
chance, those we smother and 
those who will grab at the hand of 
anyone kind enough to offer it.

These are all the children of St. 
Johnsbury School District, where 
we are focused on teaching and 
learning for all students. Each of 
them. Every. Single. One.

Dr. Brian G. Ricca is the inter-
im superintendent of St. Johnsbury 
School.
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Teaching And Learning For All Students

Amanda Cochrane

As a society, now more 
than any other time 
in our recent history, 
we are opening our 

hearts to those impacted by do-
mestic and sexual violence. As the 
#Metoo movement pushes into our 
collective consciousness, so has the 
impulse to believe survivors. Many 
whose voices were silent are now 
sharing their stories. And they are 
being believed.

When people finally feel safe to 
share stories of their past traumas in 
order to move towards healing, we 
as a society should rejoice, right? 
When those who have harmed oth-
ers are being held accountable, this 
is a good thing, isn’t it? It seems 
that answer is not as clear as one 
might think.

At the same time that survivors 
are coming forward, our elected 
officials are showing the limits of 
their belief of survivors and their 
understanding of the issues. This 
fracture has brought an important 
question to the forefront:

Is there something about domes-
tic and sexual violence that makes 
believing survivors particularly dif-
ficult?

In order to understand the an-

swer to this question 
we need to examine 
the root causes of do-
mestic and sexual vio-
lence. According to the 
United Nations Entity 
for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment 
of Women, “inequality 
and discrimination are root causes 
of violence against women, influ-
enced by the historical and struc-
tural power imbalances between 
women and men which exist in 
varying degrees across all commu-
nities in the world.”

Historically, men have had more 
power in society in many ways, 
(economic, governmental, social), 
reinforced by systems, policies and 
culture. In our society, heterosexu-
al whiteness has also been granted 
more power. Domestic and sexual 
violence are thus in the same cat-
egory as violence that specifically 
impacts other marginalized groups. 
All have the same root, the same 
disease (inequality and discrim-
ination), but different symptoms 
(domestic, sexual, race-based vio-
lence).

Addressing inequality and dis-
crimination is an essential compo-

nent of any effort to 
prevent domestic and 
sexual violence. With-
out a clear examination 
of the underlying caus-
es of this type of vio-
lence, we’re at risk for 
falling back to our own 
assumptions and bias-

es based on who we are and what 
privileges we may have in society. 
If we hope to ever live in a society 
where domestic and sexual vio-
lence is rare, we need to universally 
understand the root cause and work 
collectively towards alleviating it 
among all levels of society.

The Centers for Disease Control 
offers a framework for approaching 
this complex work in communities. 
Umbrella embraces this framework. 
Its ecological approach works at the 
individual, relationship, communi-
ty and societal levels.

On the individual level, we work 
with children, youth and adults to 
model attitudes and behaviors that 
value healthy, respectful, non-vio-
lent relationships. On the relation-
ship level we work to empower 
people to identify characteristics 
of unhealthy relationships and help 
point them towards options to al-

ter the situation they are in. On the 
community level, we implement 
bystander prevention strategies that 
are evidenced based and promote 
bystanders as key individuals to 
interrupting abusive behaviors and 
share knowledge about root causes 
of gender-based violence. Lastly, 
on the societal level, we work with 
local and statewide partners to cre-
ate and promote policies that en-
force laws which hold harm-doers 
accountable and others that support 
equality for all.

This Domestic Violence Aware-
ness Month we urge you to ex-
amine the root causes of domestic 
and sexual violence. This type of 
community harm is not random or 
inevitable. As discussed above, it 
is a direct result of inequality and 
discrimination, reinforced over 
many generations in different de-
grees, worldwide. It is only togeth-
er, through honestly looking at how 
our society explicitly and implicitly 
supports this system, paired with 
our own accountability in that dy-
namic, that we will be able to truly 
move to a time where domestic and 
sexual violence are no more.

Amanda Cochrane is the Execu-
tive Director of Umbrella.

The Root Causes Of Domestic & Sexual Violence

Tom Lovett 

I went to my 
first poet-
ry reading 
when I was 
a junior in 

college. I went pri-
marily because I had 
just switched majors 
from engineering to 
a double major in English and 
Humanities, and I felt that going 
to poetry readings was some-
thing English majors did. I don’t 
remember the poet or any of the 
poems, but I remember tuning 
in and out as a line or an image 
struck me, and I remember feel-
ing that hearing a poem read by 
the person who wrote it—in her 
voice with her inflection and 
pacing—brought it alive.

I have had that same experi-
ence since, and oftentimes I have 
had a chance to meet the poet 
afterwards. I remember being 
surprised at how ornery Galway 
Kinnell seemed in person and 
how generous of spirit and en-
gaging Ellen Bryant Voigt was 
as she read her sonnets from her 
lyrical work on the 1918 Influen-
za Epidemic, Kyrie. I remember 
thinking I had to buy her book so 
that I could experience the pow-
er of her poems over and over 
again.

As an English major, I devel-
oped a love of poems—not all po-
etry, but certain poems—as they 
enhanced my love of language 
and literature. One such poem 
is “Saying Things” by Marilyn 
Krysl, who celebrates the senso-

ry aspects of enun-
ciating words—the 
physical sensation 
of teeth and tongue 
and vocal chords, the 
sound of the words 
in your head as you 
say them. She writes 
about this aspect of 

language with such joy that it is 
infectious. She ends her poem 
with a riff that resonates with my 
own fascination with language 
and speech:

This is a birthday party for 
the mouth – it’s better than ice 
cream,

say waterlily, refrigerator, 
hartebeest, Prussian blue

and the word will take you, if 
you let it,

the word will take you along 
across the air of your head

so that you’re there as it set-
tles into the thing it was made 
for,

adding to it a shimmer and the 
bird song of its sound,

sound that comes from you, 
the hand letting go

its dove, yours the mouth 
speaking the thing into existence,

this is what I’m talking about, 
this is called saying things.

Another of my favorite poems 
is “A Blessing” by James Wright. 
First introduced to me in a con-
temporary poetry course in my 
junior year, this poem has stayed 
with me as it describes an expe-
rience I long to recreate. In the 
poem, the speaker and a friend 

The Power Of 
 Poetry Readings

See Lovett, Page A5  
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